Vascular endothelial growth factor and its receptors are expressed in human nerve grafts.
Vascularization and angiogenicity of human nonvascularized nerve grafts in the second stage of facial reanimation were studied. Immunohistochemistry for endothelial markers (CD-31) and vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) and its receptors Flt-1 and Flk-1 was performed on distal end biopsies from 35 cross-facial nerve grafts. In grafted nonvascularized nerve, density of vascular structures (also clearly immunopositive for VEGF and both receptors) showed a mean of 166 vessels (range 78 to 267) per unit area, corresponding to control values. In addition, VEGF was expressed in axons and perineural structures. In control samples, VEGF expression was low and occurred in the myelin sheath. In nerve grafts, expression of Flt-1 and Flk-1 (less intense) was seen in axons and perineural structures. A higher density of vessels was associated with lower VEGF expression (not significant). In short, expression of VEGF and its receptors is described in human nerve grafts and compared with basic histology and p75 nerve growth factor receptor expression of the nerve graft and functional outcome of patients.